Questions and Answers 

§ 1 . Question on the Importance of Abhidharma 

Even though there is a debate within the Theravada tradition about the Abhidharma, 
I think, in general, there are lot of people who would say, and I am also among one 
of them, that Abhidharma is not word-to-word teaching of the Buddha. Abhidharma 
was composed by the disciples. But we also do believe that it was inspired by the 
Buddha and the Buddha delivered discourses, which were Abhidharmika in character. 
Abhidharma is quite important because in the Theravada tradition it is recommended 
for the teachers of the Dharma; those who want to teach the Dharma should be 
familiar with the Abhidharma. 

The word Abhidharma is translated as 'higher Dharma.' Although it is true that 
Abhidharma is not Sutta, the comparison often given is that the Sutta is like the 
medicine in the bottle and the Abhidharma is like the label. So if you don't have the 
label only have the medicine then you won't be able to use the medicine. I am saying 
Abhidharma is important, because it is a framework, which appears and reappears in 
all the Buddhist tradition not only in the Theravada tradition but also in the 
Mahayana and even in the Vajrayana tradition, which may surprise you. In the 
Vajrayana the Abhidharmika category is very important in the whole conception of 
personality and various chakras and so forth. 

Abhidharma is absolutely essential. It serves as a road map to all the Buddhist 
traditions whether it is Chan, Zen or Vajrayana. With the knowledge of Abhidharma 
you will be able to find way around the teaching more easily. A lot of people find 
Abhidharma boring. The problem is not with Abhidharma. The problem is the people 
do not understand Abhidharma. They think it is very theoretical. Actually it is not 
theoretical. Abhidharma is product of meditational experience, the notes from 
meditative experience. That is the best way I can describe Abhidharma. 
Unfortunately, it is taught in a very scholastic way. There are some good books. For 
example, Nyanaponika Thera's book is a good one. Some of the manuals of the 
Abhidharma are quite dense, I admit. 

Although it is one of the three baskets of the Pali canon, there are some discussions 
about whether Abhidharma was the words of the Buddha. 

§ 2 . Question: When was the Heart Sutra written? 

To answer your question when was the Heart Sutra written, I, personally, think that 
we should abandon our attachment to linear conception of the development of 
Buddhism. I don't think we should hold on to a linear historical conception of the 
evolution of Buddhism. People like to do that and we the Western scholars are first 
to be guilty of this. We like to draw line from the time of the Buddha and like to say 
that at year zero this was the teaching, at year fifty this was the teaching and at year 
hundred this was the teaching and at the year five hundred this was the teaching and 
so forth. I don't think that is accurate or even fair. We do this because it is simpler for 
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us. We think in terms of one thing following other like two o'clock follows upon one 
o'clock and so on. But if we take a broader view, the image that I think would be 
more appropriate to the understanding of the development of Buddhism. The image 
I think of is how a stone being thrown into the center of a pond creates ripples. 
When a stone is thrown into a pond you get ripples. It creates waves extending from 
the point of impact and the waves become wider and wider, and eventually, they 
cover the whole surface of the pond. There may be a first wave and second wave but 
there is no line. In other words, the teaching of the Buddha is like a stone dropped 
into the pond of human consciousness / into the human awareness. It has ripples, it 
has waves and these waves manifest in various ways in the different traditions. So in 
some places you have manifestation in the form of Theravada teaching and in other 
place you have manifestation in the form of Mahayana teaching. It is really not 
possible to draw a line in a row and say this thing first, that thing second and so 
forth. And that doesn't really matter. The important thing is to understand that all 
these waves, all of the aspects of Buddha's teaching were inspired by that initial 
splash / that initial impact / that initial input that the Buddha made with his 
teachings. So I like to see things in this way, not too much in a linear way. 

I think we are talking our own talk for long times now trying to pin down the dates of 
the texts and teachings and it is extremely difficult. What do we need to do? We 
need to look a text. I have said this before and I say it again. IBC is an academic 
institution, but it is not only an academic institution. It is also a spiritual institution. 
This is why a lot of friends of mine who are practicing Buddhists are not very 
comfortable in strictly academic institutions as strictly academic institution refuse to 
regard the Buddha as a super mundane being capable of super mundane feat. 
Nobody in the School of Oriental and African Studies or in the School of Oriental 
Languages in Berkeley or in the Buddhist Studies Department in Wisconsin or in 
Harvard, is going to sit and listen to anyone who says that the Buddha could teach 
disciples in hundred different languages at the same time. No body is going to 
accept that. There would be laugh at the seminar. But we believe that and there is no 
reason why we should not. They don't believe because that is their mindset. Again 
there is no certificate of truth that is attached to a certain point of view. It is just 
another point of view. So I think that in this kind of context, we can say like let us 
look at the Heart Sutra, let's analyze the language. Let's say this particular Sanskrit 
form was quite common in the 2nd or 3rd cen. C.E. Therefore, probably this Sutra 
was written in the 2nd or 3rd cen. C.E. Now what's the abridgement of the 
Prajhaparamita Sutra in the Eight Thousand Lines? Did it come first and the 
Prajhaparamita Sutra in the Eight Thousand Lines later? If the Prajhaparamita Sutra 
in Eight Thousand Lines came later then we know that existed already in 100 C.E. So 
then the Heart Sutra must have been earlier than that. And of course this is very 
good for academics. There are lot of papers to write upon this. And a lot of Ph.D. 
dissertations are to be there. So it is kind of self-generating factory. The factory that 
creates its own facts. Or should we just look at the Buddha's teachings in the Lotus 
Sutra, where it is said whatever teachings given by the Buddha are for the purpose of 
liberation. So why not concentrate on that aspect? I don't want to suggest you 
shouldn't ask the question with the effect when the Perfection of Wisdom Sutra was 
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written down? You can ask me that kind of question. But don't expect the answer 
from me, because I don't know. And I don't think anybody knows really. Instead of 
fourteen unanswerable questions there should be twenty-five unanswerable 
questions, or twenty-five, thirty or fifty questions that are not conducive to 
enlightenment. 

I think we should concentrate on the message of the text. It is a very old text, that 
much assurance I can give you. These texts have been venerated for many years. 
When Fa-shien crossed the desert he decided to recite the Heart Sutra. That is in 4th 
cen. C.E. That's pretty old. It was only nine hundred years from the time of the 
Buddha. 

§ 3 . Question on the Statement 'Form is Emptiness, 

Emptiness Is Form.' 

This statement 'form is emptiness and emptiness is form' is very significant and 
important because it shows that emptiness is not different from the phenomenal 
world. We don't have the phenomenal world here and emptiness somewhere else; 
the phenomenal world and emptiness are actually one and the same thing. This cup 
is a form, and at the same time, it (the cup) is also emptiness. Its emptiness is part of 
its form. This is also one root to the non-differentiating the samsara and the Nirvana. 
Because emptiness and form, and emptiness and feeling are not different, therefore, 
Nirvana and samsara are not different. What we find in this world and the actual 
nature of emptiness are identical. So it is not that emptiness is one thing and form is 
another thing. The real nature of form is emptiness. This is why it is said that 
everything that is interdependently originated is also empty. So, whatever is 
interdependently originated, on one hand, they appear in the form of cup, living 
beings, bridges, houses and so forth. On the other hand, at the same time, because 
they are all interdependently originated, they do not have self-existence, and hence, 
they are also empty. So the idea is the non-differentiation; the identity of emptiness 
and form is just to underline the fact that emptiness is not something different from 
all these appearances. All these appearances are in fact empty. And emptiness is also 
all these appearances. These appearances because they appear, they don't seem to 
be empty. But they are empty because they are conditioned, they are fleeting, they 
are impermanent and dependent on other things. Emptiness is form and form is 
emptiness. Phenomena and emptiness are identical and there is no duality. There is 
no separation between the phenomenal world and emptiness. Emptiness is the 
nature of the phenomenal world. Somewhere in one of the Mahayana text it says 
that the nature of sugar is sweet, the nature of salt is salty, and the nature of all 
phenomena is empty. So the emptiness is the nature of all phenomena. The 
phenomena appear and their appearances do not block or negate their emptiness. 
They, at the same time, are empty and at the same time, also appear. Because what is 
emptiness? Think for a moment. How you think about emptiness? Emptiness is 
beyond existence and non-existence. I talked about how emptiness is used. 
Emptiness is used to correct the mistaken belief in the self-existence of thing but 
emptiness is transcending, going beyond the basic use of existence and non- 
existence. We touched upon a lot of topics yesterday. It is not surprising that you 
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would be able to follow everything. But yesterday, I said that the world exists. You 
cannot deny that the world exists in some fashion because we experience it. So it is 
not non-existent but at the same time because it doesn't have any permanent state 
of being, because it is changeable, conditioned, will disappear, we cannot also say 
that it exist. So it is beyond existence and non-existence. That is why this cup is 
empty. It exists because for this moment it appears, we can see it, hold it, and we can 
use it. But it does not exist ultimately because it is going to disappear. One day, it will 
break, and will get itself into substance; the pieces will go back to the earth etc. It is 
not existent in ultimate or permanent sense. So it is beyond existence and non- 
existence, and that is why it is empty. Its nature is emptiness even though it appears 
as a form. 

§ 4 . Question: Is Emptiness A Metaphysical Principle? 

I don't think so. I think it is just the way things are. The fact is that things come into 
existence and they go out of existence. Because of that they are not really existent 
and they are also not non-existent. So we just put this label 'emptiness' on that as a 
convenient device. We could call it other things; we could put other names to it. It is 
just a name for being conditioned existence of phenomena, the interdependence 
existence of phenomena. We call it emptiness because it does not have any own 
being, any svabhava, or any independent existence of its own. So, we call this staff as 
not having any independent existence. It not being really existent nor being not 
existent, we call that emptiness. I would not regard it as a metaphysical principle. If 
you want to call it a metaphysical principle you are free to do so. But I don't think it is 
a metaphysical principle because once you will realize that you can discard 
emptiness. In metaphysical principle normally you do not discard. Emptiness is also a 
raft. Emptiness is also to get over attachment to existence and non-existence. When 
you get over attachment to existence and non-existence, when you get over 
attachment to independently existence phenomena then you certainly throw away 
emptiness. It is completely nonsensical to hold onto emptiness after it has done its 
work. Since it is just provisional device, in that sense, I really do not think that we can 
call it a metaphysical principle. It is not something that one should hold on to it. 

§ 5 . Question On Emptiness and Impermanence 

We have to put a little qualification to it because impermanence also is one end of a 
duality, the duality of permanent and impermanent. Of course, impermanence is a 
way to get into emptiness. But when you get into emptiness you realize that things 
are not permanent or impermanent also. Certainly, it is specifically and precisely, we 
say that emptiness is a conventional, provisional designation for the interdependence 
of things and that it is equivalent to the middle way taught by the Buddha. So 
emptiness is just an expression. It is a designation for the interdependence 
conditionality of things. That what emptiness is. It is just a convenient name, a 
designation, and a term for the mutually conditioned nature of things. 
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§ 6 . Question: Everything is Emptiness. Do We Need 

to Practice? 



It is an expedient means. You cannot throw away the raft before you have crossed 
the river. After you cross the river you should throw away the raft. Now the problem 
arise whenever we take up the teaching on emptiness, because people tend to jump 
from the convention to the ultimate and they tend to abandon the raft prematurely 
and think everything is emptiness so we do not have to bother with our practices, we 
do not have to bother with good conduct etc. That is not the way it is. The way is that 
after the end of the road you achieve liberation and Buddhahood. At that point, you 
have to develop an understanding of emptiness. It, no longer, needs anything to talk 
about joy, it, no longer, needs to talk about suffering because you crossed over to a 
realm where the relative terms have no longer any meaning. Of course, there going 
to be a little bit of confusion here. There will be a little bit of fear. It is said in many 
places in the Mahayana literature that people when first hear about the emptiness 
are frightened by it. They feel uncomfortable; they are afraid of it. That's because it 
requires our abandonment of conventional ideas. But it doesn't require that we 
should abandon it right away. What use we can make of emptiness now? We talked 
about it yesterday. Use it like salt. Use little bit of it. So when you practice, for 
example, giving, just reflect for a moment the emptiness of the giver, the gift and the 
object, and that will prevent you from becoming attached to your practice of giving, 
the practice of generosity. 

The problem is, we get attached to even virtuous actions. We think, I am such a 
virtuous person; I have given this gift to so and so. We think of all the participants in 
the act of giving - the giver, the gift and the act of giving - as if they are all real. We 
may be reborn wealthy but we don't get liberation, because we think these things are 
real. Similarly, with the fact of moral conduct, you might practice moral conduct and 
you become proud and you think your practice and moral conduct and all of these 
are something solid and real. We have a habit of getting attached to things, to 
holding on to things. And as you hold onto things even though you are practicing 
religion, you still are materialistic people. We still look at the religious practices as 
things to collect, things to acquire. I am acquiring / collecting my religious practice, 
my merit. And as long we go on collecting things we are not getting away from T 
and 'mine' because I am collecting this merit, I am collecting this moral conduct and I 
am collecting this meditation experience. So we still have the T and 'mine.' We still 
have the T and the meditation experience that is 'my' meditation experience, 'my' 
moral conduct, 'my' practice of generosity. So the purpose of remembering 
emptiness is that these things are interdependent, they don't have any real existence, 
they are like shadow, like cloud, like dewdrop, like stars and so forth. The purpose of 
remembering emptiness is that we don't hold on to the practices that we practice. 
We do not regard these practices belonging to me, belonging to a person. We do 
not regard these virtues as substantial and as our being possessions. The whole point 
is to avoid as one writer called 'spiritual materialism.' In another words, turning 
spiritual practice into just another form of acquisition is just contributing to the 
construction of more deeply rooted ego, the ego that has little bit of spiritual 
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polish / little bit of paint / little bit of ornament of morality and the knowledge of the 
Sutra and so forth. So the point is to remember to avoid this kind of building up in 
the cloths, in the costumes of religious practice, to avoid perpetuating and 
continuing to build up T and 'my' habits. 

I do not know if that helps or not. It is not possible to satisfy everyone immediately. 
Just think about it and reflect upon it whether it makes sense. Of course, if you have 
still question you can come back to me. 

§ 7 . Question Regarding the Two Truths & Three 

Truths. 

This is a Pali category. I am not familiar with it. We have three truths in Mahayana 
also but they are different. I mentioned that citta, cetasika and rupa are conditioned 
and nibbana / nirvana is unconditioned. Certainly, we can sub-divide. One school of 
the Mahayana, the Yogacara School talks about two kinds of samvrti: mithya samvrti 
and satya samvrti. There are ways to subdivide it. I am aware of the division, the 
conditioned ultimate and unconditioned ultimate in the scheme of Abhidharma. But 
what the Mahayana would say, you cannot have conditioned ultimate. That it would 
be contradiction between conditioned and ultimate also. 

§ 8 . Question: pdramitds Should be Perfected Step 

by Step or Simultaneously 

You practice them all together. Let me put in this way. There is no particular order. 
Obviously, for lay people and for the people who do not have lot of time, the 
perfections that are easy to practice are generosity, morality and patience and to 
some extant diligence. For people who have more time, who are more serious 
practitioners, they give more time to the practice of meditation and wisdom. So in 
that sense, it depends according to the ability, according to the situation of the 
individual. Many times it is easy to practice the first half, the first three paramitas in 
the beginning than the others, but that is not the hard and fast rule. It is also possible 
for the lay people to practice meditation and wisdom. Really we need to practice 
some of the Perfection of Wisdom teachings even to make generosity into 
perfection. This is what I am hinting at. The Perfection of Wisdom hints at it basically 
if you practice generosity without understanding the emptiness of the giver, the gift 
and the action of giving, or if you practice any of the perfection without 
understanding of the emptiness of subject, object and action then it is not perfection. 
This is only a virtuous action. You can practice generosity, morality, patience, 
diligence and meditation for eons you would not get liberation. You will only be a 
very meritorious person and get higher rebirth. In order to get liberation and 
enlightenment you have to develop the Perfection of Wisdom, the act that make you 
free. Otherwise you will get good and highest merit but do not get freed. 
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§ 9 . Question: So When the Perfection of Wisdom is 

Done that Means We.... 



Well, if you can perfect the Perfection of Wisdom that is excellent. Lots of people 
have difficulties with the Perfection of Wisdom. It is one of the most difficult ones. So 
you do what you can, as much as you can, little bit at a time. I do not think it is wise 
and useful to prioritize exclusively that T am going to practice the Perfection of 
Wisdom. I think you use this and integrate this in your whole practice. I do not think 
you should take these things in isolation; you should practice these things together. 
That is the way they are meant to be practiced. That is the best way to practice. 
Otherwise again we fall into the trap of isolating things. We want to get rid of, 
actually, wrong practice. Suppose, you are going to practice the perfection of 
generosity, but not practice the perfection of morality, then you go out and steal 
money from bank and give it to people. No wonder you are practicing the perfection 
of generosity but for the time being not practicing the perfection of morality. Or 
otherwise you want to practice the perfection of wisdom but do not practice the 
perfection of patience, so you sit quietly and meditate on wisdom and develop 
perfection of wisdom, and if anyone ask you a question you get angry, shout at them 
and drive them away. Therefore, you cannot practice these things in isolation. They 
have to go together, go hand in hand. They are like a group of travelers who travel 
together with the help of the eye of the perfection of wisdom. 

§ 10. Question on the Correct Practice of Buddhism 

Absolutely. I agree entirely. The correct practice of Buddhism is the balanced way. It 
is not going to one extreme or the other. It is balancing of compassion and wisdom, 
faith and wisdom, morality and meditation. All these things should support each 
other. But your point about compassion and wisdom is correct. This point is 
fundamental and extremely important. 

§ 11. Question: Explain What Do We Mean by the 
Statement: the Past Mind, the Future Mind and Present 

Mind Do Not Exist? 

Well, what does it mean when you look for the mind you cannot find it? Past mind, of 
course, does not exist now, because it is past. Future mind does not exist now 
because it is yet to appear. Even the present mind you cannot grasp because it 
changes every moment. You cannot hold on to any one of these three minds. 
Certainly, you cannot hold onto the past mind because it is already past. You can't 
hold onto the future mind because it has not yet come. Even the present mind 
cannot be grasped because by the act of grasping it, it is already past. So it is 
fleeting. 

§ 12 . Question: Difference Between Mind and Heart 

In Buddhism we adopt what is called cardiac theory of consciousness, which means 
the seat of consciousness is in the heart not in the head. In west we tend to think 
that consciousness or mind is in the head. In Buddhism, the consciousness or mind is 
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in the heart. Actually, you do see some translator opting for heart rather than mind. 
For example, the first stanza of the Dhammapada says, "mind is the forerunner of all 
things." There is really no much difference between the terms in Buddhism. The 
difference is the term hrdaya. When we directly translate it in English, it is 'heart' and 
refers to an organ. The mind, which is vijhana or citta, resides in the heart. So the 
mind has the residence in the heart. You still can have the conception of mind. Only 
thing is that in Buddhism mind resides in the heart. Sometimes we can say that it is 
the heart that sees, it is heart that thinks. Actually you will notice that, if you do little 
experiment. If you cease your intellectual activities for few moments then you will 
find that centre of your awareness does drop down from your head to your heart. 

You just think that the heart is the seat of the mind; the heart is the residence of the 
mind. The function of the heart is the awareness, the consciousness. Apart from 
pumping blood, which is a medical fact, the heart is an organ that is conscious. Let it 
put in that way. The consciousness or mind resides in the heart according to the 
Buddhist view. But it is not the terms that are identical, so they refer exactly to the 
same thing. Some translator likes to translate mind as heart. I think this is because of 
the western inclination to identify mind with head. So in order to avoid encouraging 
people to think that the mind or consciousness resides in the head, in Buddhism they 
translate consciousness as heart. Actually, the terms are different. The hrdaya is a 
Sanskrit term that refers to heart or sometimes it means essence. But of course, those 
terms are related and the terms for consciousness are different: citta, vijhana, manas 
etc. There are lots of terms for consciousness. But they are not exactly the same. The 
citta is the mind or consciousness that resides in the heart; its place of residence in 
the heart not in the head. 

§ 13. Question on Consciousness 

No body really knows what consciousness is or where it is. The scientists are not 
been able to pin down consciousness. There is a whole new class of philosophy 
called consciousness study. What is consciousness? Is it in the brain or is it 
somewhere else? Some quite prominent scientists and neurologists have suggested 
that the brain is like hardware and the mind is like software. So even though the 
brain may appear to perform the function of perception and so forth, but actually 
awareness and consciousness as such does not belong to the brain. This explains 
partly how people can have out of body experiences when they are officially brain 
dead. So this is a very complex question. The scientists are also struggling with the 
question where exactly does consciousness reside? What exactly is consciousness? So 
I do not think that we have to worry about that because we can just be contend with 
the Buddhist analysis which places the seat of consciousness in the heart and has a 
very detail description of how consciousness operates and what consciousness is. 
And since we do not have any direct and coherent challenge from the scientific 
community, since they are still working it out let us not worry too much about it. 



8 



§ 14. Question About the Parallel Sutras in the 
Mahayana and the Theravada 

There is a close co-incidence that in one Theravada text where it is said, "he who sees 
the Interdependent Co-arising, sees the Dharma. He who sees the Dharma sees the 
Buddha." And we have this statement in the Diamond Sutra saying, "those who follow 
me by my form and sound do not see the Buddha." So we have some parallel. There 
are places in various Sutras where there are some parallels. I do not think that, 
particularly in the Mahayana texts, we have great body of parallels texts or identical 
passages and so forth. But we do have discourses like the Dhammacakkappavattana 
Sutta and many of these fundamental Suttas that we find in the Nikayas which are 
parallel in the Mahayana canon. So it is not so much that we can expect. When we 
look at many of the statements in the Prajhaparamita Hrdaya Sutra or the Lotus 
Sutra or the Diamond Sutra we cannot expect much to find passages, even in those 
texts, that are exactly parallel to the Theravada texts because those texts are 
specifically intended to teach the Mahayana doctrine. And if you noticed in those 
texts the audiences are quite often Bodhisattvas in majority with few Arhats. The 
teachings were also delivered in the extraterrestrial locale e.g., the Lahkdvatdra Sutra 
was delivered on the top of a mountain in Sri Lanka. Now historically, we do not have 
any documentation of the Buddha ever visiting Sri Lanka. But by the same token, we 
have legends all over the Buddhist world that the Buddha visited. Even where I live 
about 30 to 25 Km from Chiangmai, a town called Lumphun, there is a very old 
temple and the legend goes that the Buddha visited there during his lifetime. So we 
find all over the Buddhist world that the Buddha visited these places. And of course, 
western historians and objective scientific methods would not agree with all these 
believes as they are only legends and have no scientific basis, but, on the other hand, 
if you look it through the eyes of a Buddhist then there is some justification. I think 
we have to remember that we have come very far from the state of mind of the 
Buddhists throughout the ages. In that sense, we are very much conditioned by our 
scientific and historical contexts, in which we are brought up, the kind of education 
we were given. So now when we are told that the Buddha flew to Chiangmai while he 
was teaching in India, we would not believe it and discard it as an impossible thing to 
believe. But if you look at this through the Buddhist perspective then there is 
justification If the Buddha could visit the heavens of the thirty-three then why could 
not he go to Chiangmai? From the Buddhist context there is no reason to discard 
these traditions. So the fact is that the Mahayana Sutras were delivered on the "Real" 
places that can be pointed out on the map. It is not necessarily to disregard their 
authenticity. Some of them were delivered in the real places but to different 
audiences. For example, the Lotus Sutra says about exactly where it was delivered. It 
was delivered at the Vulture Peak in Rajagriha. But it was not delivered to ordinary 
people. It was delivered to the Bodhisattvas and to the Arhats. These particular 
Mahayana texts are not going to have too many passages that coincide with the 
Theravada texts. What I am doing here is to teach the basic doctrines of the 
Mahayana. I am not going to select Mahayana texts that are similar to Theravada 
texts. That would not serve my purpose. That does not mean that there are no 
Mahayana texts that have passages that are very similar to the passages of the 
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Theravada texts. Certainly, there are and vice versa. But, of course, there are some 
differences. These texts, which I have chosen, are typical and they are the foremost 
exponents of the Mahayana tradition. So obviously, their purpose is not to repeat the 
ideas and passages from the Theravada texts. They are putting forth the Mahayana 
teaching, which is their primary purpose. To answer your question we have to do 
different kind of study and look at the Mahayana texts whether the views found in 
those texts, passages and teachings are coincide. I think it will be very useful for 
those who know Chinese, to look into the Chinese collection of Agamas and to see 
which texts from that agree with the Theravada canon. I think some people are 
working on this. There are still lots of work to be done in Buddhist studies. The 
people from the field of Buddhist Studies think they know all about Buddhism, but 
we do not. There are still lots of important Sutras to be translated. 

§ 15. Question on the non-Origination of the 

dharmas 

The initial point is that there are non-production. It is the refutation of the 
origination of the dharmas, the factors. That is really the key to all that follow. If the 
dharmas are not produced, they are not destroyed and they are not endured. So the 
key to the discourse is the non-production or non-origination of the dharmas. Once 
it is established that the dharmas are not originated then it follows that they cannot 
endure and they cannot be destroyed. And once it is established that the dharmas 
are not originated, all the qualifications of the dharmas will be irrelevant and non- 
applicable. Now this is a very important point to understand the Perfection of 
Wisdom Discourses. Although it has been explained and examined in detail in the 
writings of Nagarjuna, I told you before that the Mahayana Sutras do not enter into 
the logical arguments and reasonings. They give examples and similes and they just 
give declaration. Reasoning and arguments in support of the views that are declared 
in the Sutra literature like the Prajhdpdramitd and others are all given in the Sastra 
literature of Nagarjuna and other masters. So in the Perfection of Wisdom literature 
you would not find arguments that establish the non-origination of the dharmas. You 
will find the examples and similes. The examples and similes you find are the 
examples of dream magical show or magical illusion. And when we think about 
illusion, we have to admit that the things, which are illusory, such as in dream, are not 
really produced, are not really originated although they appeared to have originated. 
So, in this sense, simply origination of all the dharmas are not real. In fact the world 
of appearance is not real just as the magically created elephant or a person that 
appeared to be real. Their creation and destruction is illusory and not real. In the 
same way, there is no real production and real destruction of the dharmas. This kind 
of explanation we find in the Sutra literature. Now the notion of non-origination or 
non-production is so important for the Perfection of the Wisdom teaching, for the 
teaching of emptiness, for the teaching of the ultimate truth in the Mahayana 
tradition that it has been known by a name called Madhyamaka School founded by 
Nagarjuna. The school founded by Nagarjuna is best known as the Madhyamaka, the 
Centralist school. It is also known as Sunyavada or the Doctrine of emptiness. And it 
is also known as Ajativada, the Doctrine of non-birth or non-production. In the texts 
of Nagarjuna, we have lot of logical reasonings to establish the non-origination of 
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the dharmas or entities. I am little bit hesitant to get into that because we are going 
to cover these later. You will see then logical and systematical argumentation of the 
refutation of the origination. I can just tell you in nutshell that the dharmas are not 
originated because if they existed there would not be any need for them to originate. 
And if they did not exist, they could not originate because non-existent things 
cannot come into existence. This is only the beginning. Originated things cannot 
originate because they are already originated. Non-originated things cannot 
originate because they are not originated and therefore, non-existent. So there are 
arguments of logical and dialectical variety that are put forward in the Madhyamaka 
School by Nagarjuna and other Madhyamaka masters about the doctrine of non- 
origination. But in the Sutra literature we find examples, we find similes. Something 
seen in a dream, some objects seen in a dream are not really produced, because they 
are not really produced, they cannot really exist, they cannot really endure and they 
cannot really be destroyed. This is as far as the Sutra literature goes. In the 
Larikavatara Sutra also we find many different similes of illusory objects like the 
flower growing in the sky, fairy city. All these things cannot originate because they 
are not real. Since they do not have real production, they cannot have real duration 
and real extinction. So the non-production of the dharmas implies the non- 
applicability of all the concepts that follow upon origination that is duration, 
destruction, decay and so forth. So here we are dealing with the doctrine of no real 
origination. Those objects, which appear to have originated, are like the appearances 
of the origination of the objects in the dream. They are really not originated. They 
only appear to have originated. Since they only appear as if they are originated 
having a duration and a destruction, they are only an illusion. So we are dealing 
basically with the doctrine of illusory nature of the dharmas, the illusory nature of the 
phenomena. 

§ 16 . Question on How Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara is 

Female in Chinese 

This is an interesting question. I do not know anybody who has final answer to that. 
The fact is, of course, that the enlightened beings are kind of asexual in the sense 
that they transcend sexuality. There is a very interesting passage in the 
Vimalakirtinirdesha Sutra where Sariputra is involved in the dialogue with a goddess 
where he says to the goddess/'since you are desirous to be a Bodhisattva why do 
you not change your form as a man?" The goddess said that why she should bother, 
because enlightenment does not have a masculine or feminine form. So it does not 
matter if she has a female body. Further, to demonstrate this there was an 
interchange, Sariputra appeared in a female body and the goddess appeared as 
Sariputra. The whole point is that an Enlightened being does not have any sex. So 
from that point of view there is no any problem of Avalokitesvara appearing in the 
female form. I can give you an anthropological answer to this. The figure of 
Avalokitesvara and his qualities of compassion and so forth was fused in China with 
the sea goddess Matsu, who has similar qualities of saving people from ship wreck 
and having compassion and so forth like that of Avalokitesvara. And at some point, 
these two figures were fused and Avalokitesvara was conceived as a female figure. 
Also the image of Avalokitesvara was mistaken as the female figure when it reached 
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china from India clothed in a particular way. It is interesting but Avalokitesvara is still 
a male deity. 

§ 17. Question on Buddha Image 

As far as we can guess, we begin to see the image of the Buddha after the second 
century B.C.E. It is true that there was no any Buddha image in the first couple of 
centuries after the parinirvana of the Buddha which is a very fascinating fact. And we 
wonder why that was the case? There is a certain account, which says that the 
Buddha stopped making his images. May be in the early period people hesitated to 
capture his image in statues, because the memory of the Buddha was still present. So 
the first few hundred years after the demise of the Buddha he was represented by 
the symbols like empty seat, Foot print, wheel and other symbols. So we did not have 
the image of the Buddha. The first image of the Buddha in India came in place 
through the Greeks, because it is believed that the craftsmen who came to India with 
Alexander started to make the Buddha images. So we have the Buddha images 
executed by those craftsmen look like Greeks and not like Indians or Chinese. In the 
Christian tradition God made man in his image and ever since man.... So the image of 
the Buddha and the Bodhisattvas are and will be culturally influenced, are and will be 
dependent by the various experiences of the meditators according to their cultural 
and conditioning, and the way how they perceive Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. There is 
a story about someone, who wants to make an image of the future Buddha Maitreya. 
Now to make an image someone has to go to the Tushita heaven to see how 
Maitreya looks like. So the images are just representations. 

§ 18 . Question: Why the Buddha Teaches Different 

Vehicles? 

The Buddha taught different vehicles, because people are different. Some people like 
vanilla ice cream, some people like chocolate ice cream. People are different. 

§ 19 . Question on Compassion in Theravada 

Theravada also teaches compassion. Nobody deny that. Theravada in fact talks a lot 
about compassion. We would not have the great missionary activity from the 
beginning if we did not have compassion. The Buddha sends forth his disciples in 
different direction to spread the Dharma for the benefit of many, for the welfare of 
many. Of course, Theravada does teache on compassion. Theravada fascinates those 
people whose inclination is toward Theravada because it cares for the suffering of 
the people. This attitude of alleviating their suffering of all living beings is common 
to all the traditions. So compassion is also the heart of the Theravada teachings. In 
the Mahayana the aspiration to become a Buddha has more opportunity to save the 
suffering living beings than an Arhat in the Theravada who enters into Nirvana after 
attaining liberation whereas a Bodhisattva remains in the world for the benefit of 
living beings. He refuses to go into Nirvana. He continues to act for the benefit of 
living beings. What we are saying here is that Mahayana put more emphasis on the 
aspect of compassion. That does not mean Theravada does not have compassion. I 
find it little difficult and find myself in the middle in the sense that when I am with 
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the academicians they do not trust me, because I am a practitioner and when I am 
with practitioner they do not trust me, because I am an academic. When I talk to the 
Theravada people, they are suspicious because I am a Mahayana/Vajrayana 
practitioner and when I am with Mahayana/Vajrayana practitioner, they wonder why I 
mixed up with Theravada people and teach to the Theravada people. So I am always 
in the middle. I come here and teach Mahayana doctrine and the Theravada people 
get upset, because they think I am trying to undermine Theravada. That is not true. 
When I talk to Mahayana practitioner, I always praise Theravada. In fact, I write for a 
Buddhist magazine published from Singapore and recently, I wrote a column about 
Theravada, and there I said all the best things in Mahayana come from Theravada 
sources. So let's not forget that all the tradition owe a great deal to Theravada. 
Theravada is the foundation, the root for all the philosophies in Buddhism. 

§ 20 . Question: Is It Right That Theravada, Mahayana 
And Whatever By Which Human Beings Classify 
themselves, Are Just Systems And Have Nothing to Do 
With The Dharma. The Dharma Is The Same But There 

Are Different Views. 

Absolutely. This is what I was arguing about. Obviously, when I come to IBC to teach 
the basic doctrines of Mahayana, I have to concentrate to teach that. But my 
personal view is that the Buddhist traditions are essentially one. That is why, I think I 
referred to this earlier in my book called The Tree of Enlightenment, because the tree 
for me is the image of Buddhism that has a common root with many branches, 
leaves, flowers and fruits but they are all from the common root. They all have 
common source. And that common source is the teaching of the Buddha, which 
refers to the Theravada tradition. Later, it has some elaborations according to the 
need of human beings. We were talking about the expedient means in the Lotus 
Sutra because people are different; the people have different necessities. The peoples 
are like children. Different people like different things like different children like 
different toys. If you want to bring them along you have to know their likings and 
disliking. So the teaching of the Buddha relates different people in different ways 
because the people are different. Some people like the Zen meditation while another 
person likes elaborate ritual practice of the Vajrayana. So the different tradition relate 
to different people according to their needs. There is a very beautiful symbolic 
example in one Mahayana text, i.e., the symbol of wind chime. The wind chime gives 
different sounds according to the wind that is blowing against it. The wind chime is 
like the teaching of the Buddha or any enlightened principle or energy. The 
enlightenment energy responds to the karmic need of the human being. I told you 
the story of the Buddha taking Nanda to heaven to see the pink-footed nymphs. 
That does not mean that the Buddha wanted Nanda to do meditation so that he 
could get five hundred pink-footed nymphs. That was an expedient mean to get 
Nanda over his attachment with his fiance. So the different manifestations in the 
different Buddhist tradition are responsive to the different need, different aptitude 
and even to different culture. If you look into Tibetan Buddhism and you would 
wonder is this Buddhism? It is so different from Theravada Buddhism. When I first in 
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back in 1971 went to my Tibetan teacher, who is still my holy Guru to study 
Buddhism, he taught me Nagarjuna's Suhrillekha. Nagarjuna's Suhrillekha is all about 
four noble truths, eight noble path, morality, remembering the gods, honoring the 
parents and so on. It contains all basic Buddhist teachings. That is what the Tibetans 
first learn. Do not think that as soon as they are born, they were given vajra and the 
bell. They learn basic Buddhism first. So it is not different. It looks different from 
outside but they are same. 

§ 21. Question: Is There Only One Vehicle At The End? 

Absolutely. There is only one vehicle. In the middle there are different vehicles. 
Actually, in the beginning there is only one vehicle and at the end there is only one 
vehicle. It is in the middle where there are different vehicles. In the beginning there is 
only one vehicle because all the Buddhist schools start exactly at the same point, i.e., 
the problem of suffering and how to get rid of suffering. This is the starting point of 
all the traditions, whether Mahayana, Theravada, Vajrayana, Chan, Zen, Pure Land 
and other. And all the Buddhist Schools end with Enlightenment. That is the end 
point. In between the way there are many roads. 

§ 22. Question: About Human Birth 

According to the Mahayana, there are many worlds and they talk about Buddhas of 
the different worlds. Your query is about human realm and human condition. 
Certainly, Mahayana agrees with that. Mahayana says the human condition is the 
best for practicing the Dharma and for achieving liberation and enlightenment. We 
have exactly the same story in the Tibetan tradition and also in the Pali tradition, i.e., 
the story about the blind tortoise at the bottom of the ocean coming up on the 
surface in every hundred years and it is supposed to put its neck through a yoke that 
is floating on the surface of the ocean. That is the example of how difficult it is to get 
a human birth. And then there are the eighteen favorable conditions for practicing 
the Dharma. These are same in the both traditions. So in the Buddhist traditions we 
all agree that the human birth is the most conducive condition to practicing the 
Dharma. 

§ 23 . Question: There Are Different traditions - 
Mahayana And Theravada. How We Defend Buddhism? 

We defend Buddhism by saying look Buddhism is the most liberal of all the world 
religions. Buddhism enables every one to define themselves in practice that is most 
suitable for them. Although there are different traditions but so far there was no any 
war, which is not same as in Christianity and Islam. There is a good relation between 
all the Buddhist traditions although we might disagree. Here we have Buddhism, 
which manifests itself in many different ways. There is a large assortment of 
traditions. You can pick one that suits you. If you like you can even make your own 
form of Buddhism, taking little bit from here, little bit from there. Believe me, this is 
happening in the west. People are practicing Vipassana, also practicing Vajrayana. I 
myself do the breathing meditation, walking meditation alongside my Vajrayana 
Sadhana. I do not see any problem with that. So when we present Buddhism, people 
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want to know why Buddhism is a valid option? It is the only world religion that has 
one of the principle tenets of non-violence. It is only world religion where you have a 
founder of the religion, who went and stopped wars instead of promoting one. So 
Buddhism has all of these treasures and besides it has got choices. You have all 
assortments of practices. You can choose anything from practicing Vajrayana to 
practicing Chan, from Pure land to Zen, you can practice Theravada, and you can also 
practice Mahayana. You have got immense choices. But that does not mean that you 
have conflict with other choices. This problem presents itself again and again. When I 
went to Singapore back in 1982, my job was to co-ordinate Buddhist Studies 
program for the Secondary School. But in the actual fact the first thing we have to do 
was to make Buddhism credible. In those days Buddhism was treated as old 
fashioned, superstitious, mumbo-jumbo religion for the old people. The new 
generation were educated and got modern. So they should be either Christians or 
free thinker. So the first job was then to make Buddhism respectable in the eyes of 
modern educated people. By the power of the Buddha we achieved that. Now there 
are many young people, who went through those programs and are now very active 
Buddhists. The image of Buddhism has changed tremendously. It is changing 
everywhere but in all the traditional Buddhist countries that is the problem. 

This problem is in Thailand, in Bangladesh and also existed in some extent in Sri 
Lanka because the west is the most economically and militarily powerful continent on 
the face of the earth. So there is this idea that the religion of the West, i.e. 
Christianity must be the best religion and other religions are subordinate to 
Christianity. But you should know the people in the West are running away from 
Christianity by millions. There is hardly anybody to go to churches any more. People 
are no longer believing in Christianity. Where does Christianity still exist. In Africa and 
in Latin America but in America and Europe it is in decline. As a student of religion 
and philosophy, I must say Christianity is really a very primitive religion. West did not 
become powerful because of Christianity. West became powerful because of 
industrialization, because of military technology; it has nothing to do with religion. 
So we should stop feeling guilty about that. We have to defend Buddhism. Buddhism 
is probably the greatest tradition in the humankind. It is the greatest contribution to 
the world heritage. We should be proud of Buddhism. We should not feel that we 
Buddhists are not modern and all that. That is what Westerns like myself, who also 
happens to be a Buddhist, can make a contribution. It sends the signal to the 
Buddhists born in the Buddhist countries, that Buddhism is something that exists in 
Asia and in the countries that were colonized and so forth. But it is appreciated in the 
West very much. In Asia lot of people think that Buddhism is a backward and old- 
fashioned religion but in the west there is completely different attitude towards 
Buddhism. In the West, the intellectuals, the educated class have very positive view of 
Buddhism. Even though lot of them are not actually Buddhists, they are sympathetic 
towards Buddhism. They find Buddhism very profound, very tolerant and 
intellectually open religion. Einstein, the father of modern science said that he was 
not a religious person but if he would he would be a Buddhist. He is not the only 
one, there are many people. Not only the Hollywood actors, but many intelligent 
people, well-known judges, psychologists, scientists, journalists who are either 
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Buddhists or sympathetic toward Buddhism. They have great respect for Buddhism. 
That is why I tried in the first chapter, the Buddhism in Modern Perspective of the Tree 
of Eniightenment, to say that the people who are too close to Buddhism do not 
appreciate it. If you look Buddhism from the Western point of view, you appreciate it 
more because you can see all the advantages, all the merits that Buddhism has over 
the religion like Christianity. So this is the time that all Buddhists from all the 
traditions and countries to realize that we have inherited a great treasure, a great 
wisdom that the world has ever blessed with. Let's develop it, let's take pride of it, 
and be comfortable with it. We do not have to apologize to any one. 

Reading from the Heart Sutra translated by Dr. Mattia Salvini and some parts of the 
Diamond Sutra by A.F. Price 

If you have an opportunity have a look into a book called The Miracie of Mindfulness 
by Ven. Thich Nahn Hanh. There also you will find a translation of the Heart Sutra. 
Apart from the translation of the Heart Sutra, it is a wonderful book on the practice 
of mindfulness, written in brevity and with simplicity. It is a real treasure to explore. 
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